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I.  INTRODUCTION

The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) welcomes this opportunity to host one of the four

international workshops in the OECD’s ongoing research program on Extended Producer  Responsibility.   The

challenge to reduce waste and ensure sustainable commerce is a problem all developed nations confront and one

developing countries will increasingly face.  Addressing these challenges will require creativity, ingenuity and

cross-border idea sharing of just the sort that the OECD is making possible through its research on Extended 

Producer Responsibility.

The once revolutionary ideas from Sweden and Germany on producer responsibility for products at end of

life are now  an ackn owledg ed fact of life  in Euro pe, Japan  and elsew here.  An  indisputab ly pow erful con cept,

producer responsibility is attracting the attention of industry, academia, environmental activists and government and

is changing the w ay we all think ab out produc ts and waste.   How ever, like all countries, the Un ited States must

balance  its own pa rticular nee ds, traditions  and po litical realities in assim ilating this new  idea.  

As EPA has said many times in the context of the OECD’s Producer Responsibility research program, we

have a different p hilosophy h ere.  This philosoph y – know n as Extended Produ ct Responsibility – recognizes the

need to reduce environmental impacts of products at all stages of their life cycle, including end of life.   Extended

Product Responsibility acknowledges that producers play a central role in reducing the environmental impacts of

their products, but recognizes that they cannot always do this alone.   Thus, all participants in the product chain --

including suppliers, retailers, consumers, disposers and government -- must help.  Because of the diversity of

products, players and environmental challenges, Extended Product Responsibility recognizes that many different

policies and approaches will be needed.  Finally, Extended Product Responsibility emphasizes voluntary action over

mandates.  This is consistent with EPA’s new approach to environmental management:  one that stresses

collaboration and partnerships over command and control.  Mandates may be necessary in some circumstances, but

voluntary approaches will be the preferred route where possible.

The purposes of this paper are three:  1) to review EPA’s experience with voluntary programs as a means

to reduce life cycle environmental impacts of products;  2) to outline how our philosophy might translate into a

comprehensive, voluntary Extended Product Responsibility program at the Federal level; and 3) to urge the OECD

to consid er volun tary prod uct respo nsibility app roaches  as a legitima te alternative  to produ cer respo nsibility

mand ates.    

II.     THE POWER O F VOLUNTARY PRO GRAMS TO REDU CE PRODUCT LIFE CYCLE IMPACTS

Achieving meaningful reductions in the life cycle impacts of products, including reduced waste at end of

life, will requir e a com bination o f policy ap proach es, includin g:  1) incen tives for m anufactu rers to desig n and sell

less wasteful and m ore readily recyclab le products; 2) incen tives and educa tion for consum ers to choose

environmentally preferable products and to reuse, recycle or properly dispose of their products at end of life; and 3)

incentives and know-how  for municipalities to make their recycling and waste managem ent programs more

efficient.  Only such a  “systems approach”, which necessarily engages producers, consumers, government and

others in the product chain, can bring about the kind of long-term p roduct design and materials infrastructure
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changes that are clearly needed.  Because systems solutions are difficult, if not impossible, to legislate through

command and control means,  a wide variety of policy tools and approaches will be needed, especially those that

create and  sustain par tnerships a nd collab oration am ongst the  multiple p layers in pr oduct sy stems.  

Over th e last decad e, EPA  has expe rimente d with vo luntary p rogram s as a mea ns of redu cing the life c ycle

environmental impacts of products, including waste from products at end of life.   The body of literature evaluating

voluntary programs recognizes this approach as an innovative means to gain additional progress in environmental

protection  at a lower c ost to society .  

In this section, I will describe EPA’s experience with a number of  voluntary programs, including several

which, c onsistent w ith the idea o f Extend ed Prod ucer Re sponsibility , spur pro ducers to  reduce th e impac ts of their

produ cts.   

EPA’s voluntary programs motivate business to “green” their products and processes in the following

ways:  

1)  by mak ing improv ed environm ental perform ance a priority for b usiness;

2)  by increasing  demand  for “green” pro ducts;

3)  by providing companies recognition for “greener” performance; and

4)  by improving the flow of technical information to manufacturers to reduce the cost of  environmental

innovations.

1)  Mak ing improve d environm ental perform ance a priority  for bu siness 

Businesses juggle numerous priorities every day, including reducing costs, improving product quality, and

increasing market share.  In order for environmental performance to compete for attention, businesses have to see

that it can benefit business, e.g., by  increasing ma terials use efficiency, saving m oney, sparkin g design inno vations,

improv ing prod uct quality , reducing  pollution  and its related  liabilities and co sts, and enh ancing c ompe titiveness. 

(Shelton & Shopley, 199 8; Steinzor, 1998; Crane, 1997)    

The WasteWise Program has raised th e profile of  business w aste by fo llowing th e old bu siness adag e:  “if

you measure it, you pay attention to it” and by showing business that waste reduction (not only for them, but for

their customers) helps the bottom line.  Today with over 800 partners, the WasteWise Program challenges

businesses to  reduce, reuse, and recycle materials in their own offices and factories and to find ways to reduce

waste for their customers as  well.  EPA representatives work with participants to set waste reduction goals and

devise strategies to achieve those goals.  Partners file annual reports on progress toward their goals.  The program

also prov ides techn ical assistance  and op portunities  for busin esses to netw ork with  peer com panies to le arn was te

reduction  techniqu es. 

WasteWise reported waste prevention for 1997 totaled  more than 816,000 tons, saving an estimated $88

million in avoided disposal and materials purchasing costs for partners.  In addition, partners collected nearly 7

million pounds of materials for recycling, saving an estimated $218 million in avoided disposal fees.  In 1997, one

comp any, He rman M iller, Inc., saved  more th an $9 m illion throu gh its waste  reduction  and recy cling effo rts. 

Likewise, the GreenLights Program highlights the environmental and business benefits of using energy-

efficient lighting.  By  actively seeking out businesses and helping them to identify where conversion to energy-

efficient ligh ting will be e conom ically attractive , the prog ram he lps overc ome th e inertia that p revents p rofitable

energy -saving in vestme nts.  Once  comp anies und erstand tha t their investm ent will pay  off quick ly and h andsom ely

(often an investment can yield greater than 20 percent return),  they are eager to participate.    As of 1996,

GreenLights participants (totaling well over 2,000 partners) reported upgrading 1.3 billion square feet of floor space

resulting in energy savings equivalent to the average electricity consumption of roughly 360,000 households.  EPA
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estimates that the program will result in  savings equivalent to the average electricity consumption of 2.3 million

households in the year 2000.  (GAO, 1997)  In addition, this program has spurred the development of new energy

efficient lighting produ cts.

2)  Increa sing Dem and for  Green P roducts

            Only strong demand for environ mentally friendly products ensures their survival in the marketplace.   EPA’s

Energy Star Program has helped increase consumer demand for energy efficient products through public education

and labeling.  Product manufacturers voluntarily adopt the Energy Star label indicating that their product is energy

efficient based on EPA’s program specifications.  The Energy Star Program  also main tains a hotlin e and a w eb site

that allows  consum ers to identify  produc ts that mee t their prog ram spe cifications an d stores tha t sell those pro ducts. 

This program has made significant strides in encouraging the production and purchase of energy-efficient

appliances, lighting, heating, air conditioning and office equipment for both home and office use.

Harnessing governm ent buying power is another wa y to drive greener product developm ent.  Under EPA’s

Procurement Guidelines for recycled-con tent products and  its Enviro nmen tally Pre ferable  Purchasing

Progr am,  the Federal government uses its power as a consumer of goods and services to set the example for other

consumers and to reward manufacturers that produce greener products.  Although these programs dictate Federal

government procurement standards and so are not strictly speaking voluntary programs, they have fostered

voluntary adherence to Federal standards by a significant portion of the buying public.  For example, the

Environmentally Preferable Purchasing Program has worked with office cleaning contractors and building

maintenan ce staff to identify attributes of  “gree ner” office cleaning  products resulting in w idespread use o f less

toxic clean ers.  

    

3)  Providing Recognition for “Greener” Performance 

Public recognition of businesses for superior environmental performance is a strong motivator for

businesses to make voluntary environmental improvements.  This recognition can lead to improved public image,

increased consumer good will and investor confidence, thereby improving the ove rall value and competitiveness of a

company.  (Kh anna and Dam on, 1998)  

EPA’s  33/50 Program demonstrates the power of public recognition to drive voluntary environmental

improv emen t.  Established  in 1991 , the 33/50  Program  challeng ed particip ants to redu ce 17 spe cific toxic ch emicals

by 33 percent in 1992 and 50 percent in 1995.  Some 1,300 participating companies obtained certificates which they

could p ublicize in th eir annua l reports an d other co mpan y mater ial to dem onstrate en vironm ental acco mplishm ents. 

The program met its 33 percent goal one year ahead of schedule and exceeded it by over 100 million pounds;  the

50 percent reduction goal was achieved in 1994—one year earlier than expected.   Recognition from the Federal

government was a strong motivator for participants in this program (Arora and Cason, 1995; Davies and Mazurek,

1996) .  EPA sh owcase d com panies tha t were suc cessful in ac hieving  pollution  reduction s and pu blicized the m in

EPA media outreach, documents and newsletters.  Peer pressure was also a factor.  As larger companies began

participatin g, more  smaller an d med ium-size d com panies join ed in. Th e progra m’s go als  eventu ally becam e defacto

industry standards as the program’s target list of 17 chemicals became a focus for reduction by nonparticipating

organiz ations. Som e comp anies eve n expan ded their re duction  comm itments b eyond  the 17 targ eted chem icals

because it made sense to evaluate pollution prevention opportunities for all chemicals at the same time.

  

By cha nneling  the natura l comp etitiveness o f the mar ketplace, g overnm ent challen ges can a lso bring a bout 

important environmental advances in products.  The “Golden Carrot” Super-Efficiency Refrigerator Program

spurred  the design  and m anufactu re of ener gy efficien t refrigerato rs by offe ring incen tive mo ney and  recogn ition to

the manufacturer that could create the most energy efficient model.  This program, jointly organized by EPA, two
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environm ental groups, and  two electric utilities,1  generated a total of 14 refrigerator design proposals.  Whirlpool’s

winnin g entry  u sed abo ut 40 pe rcent less en ergy than  required  under th e 1993  Federal ef ficiency sta ndards.  T his

model became the new industry standard.  (Energy Foundation, 1998)

4)  Improving flow of  technical information

Businesses of all sizes, but especially small and medium-sized companies, benefit from research and

development assistance in the area of environmental innovation. (Stach, 1997)  Government-funded demonstration

projects and  technical assistance programs help lower R&D  costs, demonstrate the viability of “cleaner”

technologies, bring together experts in environmental innovation, encourage more systems-oriented thinking,  and

help to ensure the participation of other partners in the product chain.  Technical assistance from the government

and from  the networkin g with other bu sinesses made p ossible by the prog ram was an  important factor in th e success

of the 33/50 Program. (Khan na and D amon , 1998). 

EPA’s Design for the Environment (DfE) Program is another c ase in poin t.  The Df E Prog ram he lps to

incorporate environmental risk as well as performance and cost considerations into the design and re-design of

products and processes.  EPA works with an industry sector to evaluate technology and chemical alternatives using

performance, cost, and human health and environmental risk criteria.  Perhaps best illustrating the shared product

responsibility paradigm at work is DfE’s work on garment and textile care.  The DfE Program started out working

with dry cleaners on cleaner substitutes for dry cleaning solvents.  It soon became clear, however, that technologies

and pra ctices emp loyed b y the garm ent care seg ment h ave the p otential to influ ence cloth ing desig n and m aterials

choices upstream by fabric and garment manufacturers.  As a result,  the DfE Program is  now undertaking a systems

analysis of the garment and textile care industries, attempting to identify garment construction and cleaning

techniques that are compatible, environmentally benign and economically feasible.  This approach will enable the

program to identify ways to prevent pollution and increase materials use efficiency, by understanding and taking

advantage o f the interrelationships am ong the gro ups that design an d produce  fabrics and garm ents as well as those

that purch ase, use an d clean th em.   Th e DfE P rogram  is currently e valuating  the life-cycle  environ mental im pacts

of flat panel displays an d cathode ray  tubes.

III.   POSSIBLE ELEMENTS OF A VOLUNTARY FEDERAL PROGRAM

Some of the voluntary programs described above provide ongoing mechanisms for driving product

innova tion and w aste reduc tion by b usiness.  EP A could  comb ine key e lements f rom the se progra ms with  others to

create a comprehensive program of Extended Product Responsibility designed to address product systems in a

holistic fashion.  Steps in formulating such a program could include:  1) identifying priority product systems; 2)

using the  conven ing pow er of EPA  to assem ble the ne cessary p layers in the  produc t life cycle (inc luding m aterials

suppliers, manufacturers, distributors, consumers, and the recycling and waste management sectors); 3) receiving

input from these players to establish goals, assess options and issue challenges; and 4) providing assistance to the

various players in meeting those challenges through education, development and dissemination of tools, research

and tech nical assistanc e, and de mons tration pro jects. 
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            EPA has not decided to launch a comprehensive voluntary program of Extended Product Responsibility at

the national level.  However,  Table 1 below presents some elements that EPA might consider should such a

program  take shap e. 

Table 1
Possible Elements of  a Voluntary Extended Product Responsibility Program 

Program Element Description/Possible Activities

Outreach/education Identify priority product sectors and disseminate  case studies
illustrating how shared product responsibility initiatives are helping
businesses in those sectors become more competitive.

Tools development/dissemination Identify/develop/enhance DfE and environmental accounting tools that
can help facilitate shared product responsibility initiatives and
investments by business.

Voluntary environmental information disclosures Issue guidelines for voluntary reporting on the environmental attributes
of products that allow consumers to make informed product choices and
spur competition among producers. 

Challenge/recognition programs Using the 33/50 mod el, set target level red uctions for select prod uct life
cycle impacts  and offer public recognition for all relevant actors in the
product chain within the prescribed time-frame.  Reductions could be
measured within several categories (e.g., material use, toxics use,
energy consumption, recycled content, time until obsolescence,

recovery at end of life ).

Challenge/award programs that target specific
technological barriers for environmental product
improvements

Employ the Golden Carrot program model to speed breakthroughs in
technologies that improve life-cycle impacts of specific types of
products.

Demonstration Projects to help identify beneficial shared
product responsibility initiatives

Choose key product sectors that could benefit from innovative
demonstration projects, test alternative product design, production and
logistics issues, and challenge the relevant product chain actors to adopt
proven strategies.  

Technical assistance Expand the DfE program to focus on systems solutions for priority
product systems, including reducing product waste at end-of-life. 
Establish a clearinghouse of relevant EPA and other data.

IV.  Conclusion

The US does not yet have a comprehensive voluntary program of Extended Product Responsibility.  Nor

do any  of the EP A  volu ntary pro grams d iscussed ab ove shift w aste man agem ent costs fro m the p ublic secto r to

product producers.  Nevertheless,   these voluntary programs are helping to make progress towards some of the same

ends as “p roduce r take-bac k” and “ produ cer-pay s” man dates by e ncoura ging pro ducers to  take a close r look at the ir

products and processes to reduce their environmental impact, including impact at end of life.

Contrary to their image as “feel-good” efforts that do little to spur real change by business,  evaluations of

voluntary environmental programs indicate that these programs can create powerful incentives for change by the 

private sector by highlighting the business benefits of helping the environment --- benefits such as cost savings due

to improved material use efficiency, design innovations and product quality improvements,  improved public image,

increased  custom er good will and in creased in vestor co nfidenc e.    
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Voluntary approaches can also bring about important environmental benefits over and above “business as

usual” trends.  The  OECD  itself, in a recent report, conclud ed that voluntary  program s can have m odest

environmental effects.  (OECD 19 98).  While they may no t go “as far or as fast” toward goals as mandatory

approaches, voluntary partnerships can bring about incremental improvement at the very least.  Even greater effect

can be garnered from voluntary approaches if they are  recognized as a means of staving off mandates .  Depending

on political circumstances, voluntary programs can bring about significant improvements in less time than would be

required  to man date the sam e result.

Voluntary programs are likely to be more cost-effective than mandatory approaches.  The OECD itself has

so found.  (O ECD 19 98)  Volun tary approach es  let businesses find the least-cost w ay to achieve the  desired results,

and reduce private sector information and transactions costs associated with mandatory com pliance.  Voluntary

approa ches can  also be less b urdenso me to g overnm ent.   Wh ile the OE CD co ncludes  that  saving s in “tradition al”

administrative costs to government (due to low monitoring and enforcement requirements) are off-set by greater

technical assistance to the private sector, the OECD finds that  voluntary programs result in significant diffusion of

technical knowledge and best practices to participating companies -- an important “soft” effect of voluntary

programs, the benefit of which is impossible to quantify.  (OECD  1998) 

Finally,  as the OECD itself recognizes, different countries, different environmental problems and different

products will necessitate different approaches.  For some products and for some cou ntries or localities, voluntary

approa ches m ay be the  only viab le option a t a given p oint in time .  

For all of these reasons, voluntary approaches hold significant promise and are worth serious and positive

consideration by the OECD in its research on Extended Producer Responsibility.  A voluntary approach which

concentrates on reducing product life cycle impacts  is certainly one which EPA would consider worth trying in the

United S tates.  
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